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Abstract 
Friendships are developmentally important and personally beneficial relationships for all 
children and youth. Despite emphasis from families and educators of students with severe 
disabilities on the importance of promoting and supporting friendships with their typically 
developing peers in inclusive settings, such relationships remain infrequent. We conducted an 
integrative thematic literature review of research that directly examined the nature of friendship 
between students with and without severe disabilities to better understand how researchers define 
friendship, identify participants, and confirm participants’ friendships. Implications for future 
research are discussed. We also sought to identify themes in extant research to guide future 
intervention. The thematic findings point to the importance of adults providing direct support 
while fading their proximity to students, and of typically developing peers negotiating the 
ongoing tension between the roles of helper and friend. 
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The Nature of Friendships between Students with and without Severe Disabilities 
 Social interactions and relationships with classmates typically form a core component of 
one’s schooling experience. Beyond personal memories of shared experiences, social 
relationships remain critical as a vehicle for developmental gains and can result in personal 
benefit (Berndt, 2002). Friendships, in particular, can lead to the acquisition of interpersonal 
skills, future social success, and emotional well-being, and also create opportunities for healthy 
social, emotional, and cognitive development (Bukowski & Sippola, 2005). People with friends 
are more likely to be self-assured and to feel a sense of belonging (Bukowski, Newcomb, & 
Hartup, 1996; Thompson & Grace, 2001; Vaquera & Kao, 2008). Reciprocal and meaningful 
peer relationships in adolescence have resulted in positive academic outcomes, such as increased 
school engagement, and positive social-emotional outcomes, such as increased general self-
esteem (Liem & Martin, 2011). 
 Because of their developmental and personal importance, researchers within the field of 
special education have sought to understand and promote friendships between students with and 
without severe disabilities1 (Meyer, Park, Grenot-Scheyer, Schwartz, & Harry, 1998; Rogers, 
2000; Staub, 1998; Webster & Carter, 2007). The American Association on Intellectual and 
Developmental Disabilities’ national platform of goals for research, practice, and policy includes 
social inclusion, focusing specifically on social relationships and friendships (Bogenschutz et al., 
2015). Parents of children with severe disabilities have reported that what they want most out of 
                                               
1 Because there is no agreed upon definition for people with “severe disabilities” (Westling & Fox, 2009), we adhere 
to TASH’s description of "individuals of all ages who require extensive ongoing support in more than one major life 
activity in order to participate in integrated community settings and to enjoy a quality of life that is available to 
citizens with fewer or no disabilities" (TASH, p. 19). This typically includes those with moderate, severe, or 
profound intellectual disability; autism spectrum disorder; and multiple physical or sensory disabilities with 
comorbid intellectual disability (Westling & Fox, 2009). 
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schooling is for their children to interact socially and develop friendships with peers both in and 
outside of school (Overton & Rausch, 2002). Educators have indicated that social interactions 
with classmates without disabilities is an instructional priority for students with severe 
disabilities in inclusive classrooms (Carter & Hughes, 2006; Jorgensen, Schuh, & Nisbet, 2006).   
Despite such emphasis and attention, friendships between students with and without 
severe disabilities remain infrequent (Petrina, Carter, & Stephenson, 2014; Tipton, Christensen, 
& Blacher, 2013; Webster & Carter, 2007). For example, in a national sample of students 
receiving special education and related services, fewer than 25% of students eligible under the 
categories of autism and intellectual disability spent time with friends outside of school (Wagner, 
Cadwallader, Garza, & Cameto, 2004). Students with severe disabilities tend to be socially 
isolated and to remain on the social periphery of their inclusive classrooms, and social 
relationships with typically developing peers do not often extend beyond the school walls 
(Orsmond, Krauss, & Seltzer, 2004; Tipton et al., 2013). When students with and without severe 
disabilities do socially interact, the relationships tend to be low in quality (e.g., lower levels of 
companionship, shorter duration) and unilateral rather than reciprocal and mutual (Carter, Sisco, 
Brown, Brickham, & Al-Khabbaz, 2008; Kasari, Locke, Gulsrud, Rotheram-Fuller, 2011; Kuo, 
Orsmond, Cohn, & Coster, 2011; Petrina et al., 2014).   
 Despite an ample focus on social skills training (e.g., Bellini & Akullian, 2007; Bellini, 
Peters, Benner, & Hopf, 2007) and peer-mediated approaches to promote social interactions 
between students with and without severe disabilities (e.g., Carter, Sisco, Chung, & Stanton-
Chapman, 2010; Okilwa & Shelby, 2010) in intervention research, there is considerably less 
research directly examining the nature of friendship between students with and without severe 
disabilities itself (Petrina et al., 2014; Rogers, 2000; Webster & Carter, 2007). Such research 
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would address critical questions about why students became friends, how students interact on a 
daily basis, and what they think about their friendships. For example, how are friendships 
between students with and without severe disabilities developed and enacted? What do social 
interactions look like when one friend does not speak or needs lots of support to get through her 
day? How do friends with and without severe disabilities negotiate the need for an accessible 
vehicle and other accommodations when they get together? How are friendships between 
students with and without severe disabilities perceived by the students themselves, and their 
peers, families, and educators? Addressing these and other related questions about the nature of 
friendship between students with and without severe disabilities can increase understanding of 
these relationships and provide guidance for future intervention. The findings from this review 
can inform efforts by researchers, educators, and families to promote and support friendship 
development and maintenance between students with and without severe disabilities. 
Thus, this integrative thematic literature review examines extant research focusing 
directly on the nature of friendship between students with and without severe disabilities. In that 
we examined research on existing friendships, this review reflected an “optimistic approach” 
(Biklen, 2005, p. 10) in which we sought to learn about the contexts in which friendships were 
developed and the ways they were enacted on a daily basis rather than doubting whether they 
were possible. Specifically, we sought to explore how researchers defined friendship and 
identified participants who were indeed friends, as well as what the study findings delineated as 
the nature of friendship between students with and without severe disabilities. The research 
questions we addressed in this systematic review of research on friendship between K-12 
students with and without severe disabilities were: (a) What aspects of friendships between 
students with and without severe disabilities have been studied and what methods have been 
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used? (b) How is friendship defined in the empirical literature? (c) How are participants 
identified and confirmed as friends in studies of friendship between students with and without 
severe disabilities? (d) What do the study findings delineate as the nature of friendships between 
students with and without severe disabilities?  
Method 
 We conducted an integrative, thematic literature review to examine the nature of 
friendship between students with and without severe disabilities. Adhering to the TASH 
definition of severe disability, this review focused on students diagnosed with moderate, severe, 
or profound intellectual disability; autism spectrum disorder; and multiple physical or sensory 
disabilities with comorbid intellectual disability who required extensive to pervasive levels of 
support in their daily lives. Extensive refers to daily support in some environments; pervasive 
refers to constant support in multiple environments across daily life skills (Luckasson et al., 
2002). We conducted the review on published research that met specific criteria through a multi-
stage screening and selection process.  
Inclusion Criteria 
 To be included in this review, studies needed to directly examine the nature of friendship 
between students with and without severe disabilities. This comprised studies focusing on social 
interactions between the friends and/or perceptions of the friendships by either or both friends. 
Specifically, the articles needed to be (a) empirical research studies, (b) from 1990 to the present, 
and (c) focused on friendship; and, (d) the friendships were between K-12 (ages 5-22) students 
with severe disabilities, as previously defined, and their typically developing peers. We chose 
1990 because the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act was reauthorized and extended the 
Least Restrictive Environment mandate to require that students with disabilities be educated with 
NATURE OF FRIENDSHIP  7 
 
 
 
 
 
students without disabilities to the maximum extent appropriate. Additionally, the research on 
friendships between students with and without severe disabilities started accelerating and became 
more robust in the 1990s. This allowed us to examine three decades of research.  
Systematic Search Procedure  
 To identify articles for this review, we conducted a systematic search of multiple, 
appropriate databases (Academic Search Premier, Education Full Text, Education Resources 
Information Center, PsychARTICLES, and PsychINFO) using the following search terms in the 
title (TI), abstract (AB), and subject terms (SU): friend* AND severe disabilit* OR autis* OR 
developmental disability* OR intellectual disability* OR Down syndrome OR Rett syndrome 
OR cerebral palsy OR Angelman syndrome OR Fragile X syndrome OR Prader-Willi syndrome 
OR Williams syndrome OR Turner syndrome. We also conducted a hand search using the same 
search terms of relevant special education journals, including Exceptional Children, Remedial 
and Special Education, Journal of Special Education, Intellectual and Developmental 
Disabilities, American Journal on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities, Focus on Autism 
and other Developmental Disabilities, and Research and Practice for Persons with Severe 
Disability. Lastly, we conducted an ancestral search by reviewing the reference lists from several 
extant literature reviews of related research. These included literature reviews of friendships of 
students with autism spectrum disorder (Petrina et al., 2014), social relationships and friendships 
of students with developmental disabilities (Webster & Carter, 2007), and the social dimension 
of inclusive education (Koster, Nakken, Pijl, & van Houten, 2009). The initial search was 
completed in September of 2013. The search was updated in June of 2016 by conducting the 
systematic database search and the hand search of relevant special education journals using the 
same procedures listed above. The database search (1,357 titles), the hand search (251 titles), and 
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the review of reference lists (20 titles) yielded a total of 1,628 potential titles and abstracts. 
Deletion of duplicate titles resulted in 929 potential titles and abstracts from the initial search.  
Selection of Studies 
We engaged in a three-stage process to select studies for this integrative, thematic 
literature review. The first author and two trained research assistants screened all potential 
studies at each stage. Interrater reliability was calculated by dividing the number of agreements 
by the number of agreements plus disagreements and multiplying by 100, and at each stage was 
above 95%.  
During the first stage of the screening process we independently read the titles and 
abstracts of each study located by the systematic search and retained articles coded as meeting 
the inclusion criteria. We operationalized “focused on friendship” as studies in which “friend” or 
“friendship” was in the title or the abstract. The initial screening resulted in 211 studies selected 
for potential inclusion in the systematic review. Studies were excluded if they were not based on 
empirical research (e.g., review of literature, practice-based), were conducted prior to the time 
frame, did not have “friendship” or “friend” in the title or abstract, included students outside of 
the specified age range (e.g., preschool, adults), included students without severe disabilities 
(e.g., learning disability, ADHD), or focused on friendships among students with severe 
disabilities as opposed to friendships between students with and without severe disabilities.  
During the second stage of the screening process we independently read all titles and 
abstracts with a focus on identifying studies that directly examined the nature of friendship 
between K-12 students with and without severe disabilities. During this stage we excluded 
studies that were not primarily about friendship. This included studies focusing primarily on 
social skills (e.g., Kasari, Rotheram-Fuller, Locke, & Gulsrud, 2012), as well as studies on 
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mental health in which friendship was one of multiple variables (e.g., Rowley et al., 2012). We 
also excluded studies that were not predominantly school-based (i.e., the friends were not 
classmates or schoolmates), such as those in which the settings were entirely recreational (e.g., 
camp) or entirely clinical (e.g., research lab). We focused on school-based studies because public 
schools are the most common social setting for students with and without severe disabilities to 
interact, and yet data show that such friendships are rare. The second stage of the screening 
process resulted in 64 studies selected for potential inclusion in the systematic review. 
During the third stage of the screening process we examined the full text of the remaining 
studies. In further focusing on studies that directly examined the nature of friendships, we 
excluded studies in which friendship was a dependent variable resulting from intervention such 
as placement in the general education classroom (e.g., Kennedy, Cushing, & Itkonen, 1997) and 
the provision of direct support from adults (e.g., Rossetti, 2012). We also excluded studies 
examining the effects of variables such as gender, grade level, and activities on friendship or 
friendship expectations (e.g., Kuo, Orsmond, Cohn, & Coster, 2011; Kyoung & Chadsey, 2004). 
Lastly, in further focusing on studies involving students with severe disabilities, we excluded 
studies in which participants did not require ongoing extensive to pervasive levels of support to 
complete daily tasks of living. At this stage, this was primarily operationalized as excluding 
studies involving students with high-functioning autism as participants since they were deemed 
not to fit our definition of severe disability (e.g., Bauminger-Zviely & Agam-Ben-Artzi, 2014). 
The third stage of the screening process resulted in the ultimate selection of 13 empirical 
research studies since 1990 that directly examined the nature of friendships between K-12 
students with and without severe disabilities.  
Data Analysis 
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 For each study, we extracted and analyzed data in the following categories: (a) study 
demographics, including participant demographic information and the purpose of the study; (b) a 
working definition of friendship; (c) the process used to identify participants and confirm their 
friendships; and (d) the findings describing the nature of friendships. The purpose of each study 
was located in the Introduction section, typically in conjunction with the research questions each 
study addressed. Participant demographics and the process used to identify participants and 
confirm their friendships were found in the Method section of each study. Core findings from 
each study were extracted from the Results or Findings section. Additionally we utilized the 
implications of the results/findings from each study, found in the Discussion section, as a guide 
to focus in greater detail on the application of each study’s findings in delineating the nature of 
friendship between students with and without severe disabilities. To identify a working definition 
of friendship in each article, we searched for an explicit statement specifically defining 
friendship in relationship to students with severe disabilities (e.g., “In this study, we define 
friendships as…,” or “Friendships of students with severe disabilities are defined as…”). We 
found the definitions of friendship in several different sections, including the Introduction, 
Method, and Discussion. Some studies included discrete definitions while others were pieced 
together from multiple explicit statements about the defining components or characteristics of 
friendship generally for all students and specifically for students with severe disabilities.  
Once all of the data were extracted and entered into an Excel spreadsheet, data analysis 
took several forms across several stages. At each stage, the authors completed analysis 
independently and met weekly to discuss procedures, review results, and resolve discrepancies. 
Demographic information about participants (i.e., gender, age, grade level, disability type) were 
collected. We categorically coded the purpose of each study such that each purpose fit into one 
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of several distinguishable categories (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). We also categorically coded the 
procedures used to identify study participants and to confirm their friendship status. The findings 
of each study were also categorically coded and categories were quantified (i.e., number of 
studies reporting a finding per each category). Additionally, and guided by the implications of 
the findings from each study, we used thematic coding to identify themes across the studies by 
further analyzing each category to develop sub-categories and noting connections between 
categories (Braun & Clarke, 2006). We reviewed the themes for internal homogeneity and 
external heterogeneity to ensure that there were strong connections among data within themes 
and clear distinctions between themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Themes were conceptual (i.e., 
perceptions of friendship) and practical (i.e., strategies to promote friendship). Finally, we coded 
the definitions of friendship line by line using a priori codes based on the 11 components of 
friendship for all children and youth most commonly reported in extant research (Matheson, 
Olsen, & Weisner, 2007). These included proximity, similarity, transcending context (enacted in 
multiple environments), companionship, reciprocity (give-and-take relationship), mutuality 
(chosen by both individuals), help/support, conflict management, stability, trust/loyalty, and 
intimacy/disclosure. Interrater reliability, calculated by dividing the number of agreements by the 
number of agreements plus the number of disagreements and multiplying by 100, was 92%. The 
discrepancies were discussed until agreement.  
Findings 
 Across the studies in this review, the primary participants included 206 students with 
severe disabilities and 356 typically developing (TD) peers who were friends (or acquaintances, 
by design in several studies, and often operationalized as those classmates not identified as 
friends). Disability diagnoses of the students with severe disabilities were unspecified severe 
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disability, which broadly included autism spectrum disorder (but did not differentiate it, thus 
autism spectrum disorder is also listed below), severe intellectual and developmental disabilities, 
and multiple disabilities (n= 72, 35%); intellectual disability (n= 71, 34.5%); Down syndrome 
(n= 42, 20.4%); autism spectrum disorder (n= 17, 8.3%); cerebral palsy (n= 3, 1.5%); and Rett 
syndrome (n= 1, 0.5%). One study examined perspectives on friendship by TD peers, thus the 
students with severe disabilities were not participants, but the TD students in their study were 
friends with three students with cerebral palsy who used augmentative and alternative 
communication methods (Anderson, Balandin, & Clendon, 2011). Of the students with severe 
disabilities, there were 106 males (51.5%), 67 females (32.5%), and 33 students with unspecified 
gender data (16%). Of the TD students, there were 161 males (45.2%), 98 females (27.5%), and 
97 students with unspecified gender data (27.2%). Table 1 depicts additional demographics of 
the studies and the participants, including study participants who were not students but provided 
information about the students’ friendships. These participants included parents or other family 
members (e.g., siblings) of the students with severe disabilities, special and general education 
teachers, and paraprofessionals.  
Purpose and Methods of Studies 
 Based on analysis of the stated purpose of each study and each study’s research 
questions, we grouped studies into one of four categories (see Table 1). The largest category (n= 
6) included those studies examining specific features of friendships between students with and 
without severe disabilities as compared to friendships between students without disabilities. 
These studies utilized both qualitative and quantitative methods for data collection and analysis, 
including structured observation, audio or video analysis, structured interview procedures, 
developmental scales, and inventories or measures of social interaction behaviors. Webster and 
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Carter (2010, 2013a, 2013b) developed several distinct questionnaires that were completed 
through structured interview procedures with students with severe disabilities and TD peers to 
evaluate whether core components of friendship among students without disabilities (e.g., 
companionship, mutual enjoyment) were present in friendships between students with and 
without severe disabilities. The other studies in this category analyzed the quality of students’ 
social interactions during researcher-designed play sessions in a research room outside of the 
school or a classroom in the school. Freeman and Kasari (2002) observed, video recorded, and 
analyzed two 20-minute play sessions, coding them for quality of play, initiation, and affect. 
They examined the quality of play interactions among dyads to determine whether the TD peers 
invited to the research session by the students with severe disabilities could be classified as 
friends. Other researchers examined the quality of play interactions in natural settings between 
students with severe disabilities and TD peers who were friends in comparison to students with 
severe disabilities and TD peers who were acquaintances (Grenot-Scheyer, 1994) and also to TD 
peers who were friends and TD peers who were acquaintances (Siperstein, Leffert, & Wenz-
Gross, 1997).  
The second category included four studies that examined the context and dynamics of 
friendships between students with and without severe disabilities. These studies utilized 
qualitative methods for data collection and analysis, including case studies and ethnographic 
methods such as naturalistic observation, open-ended interviews, and semi-structured interviews. 
The case studies provided thick description and exemplars of friendship, focusing on how and 
why the friendships developed, how they were enacted (i.e., what they looked like) on a daily 
basis, and how they were maintained over time (Evans & Meyer, 2001; Staub, Schwartz, 
Gallucci, & Peck, 1994). The other studies focused on how friendships were enacted on a daily 
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basis with an emphasis on the presence of reciprocity in the context of support provided by TD 
peers (Rossetti, 2011) and the impact of Hispanic or Latino culture (Turnbull, Blue-Banning, & 
Pereira, 2000). Rounding out the final two categories, several studies explored perspectives on 
friendship by the students with severe disabilities (Cuckle & Wilson, 2002; Matheson et al., 
2007) or by the TD peers (Anderson et al., 2011) who were friends. These studies also used 
qualitative methods of inquiry including participant observation and semi-structured and in-depth 
interviewing. These studies focused on how participants defined friendship, what kinds of things 
friends did together, and the qualities and actions of a good friend. Since its participants were TD 
peers, the Anderson et al. (2011) study also included a question about interacting with a friend 
who uses a wheelchair and a voice output communication aid.  
Definition of Friendship 
 All but one of the studies in this review (Anderson et al., 2011) included an explicitly 
stated definition of friendship. The majority of studies (n= 9) included explicitly stated 
definitions of friendship in the Introduction. The definitions from the remaining studies were 
found in the Findings (n= 2) and Discussion (n= 1) sections. Most of the definitions were clear, 
concise, and discrete, such as the following: “Friendship is a bilateral and particular construct, 
indicating the presence of a reciprocal and mutually beneficial relationship between a child and 
one or more other particular children" (Siperstein et al., 1997, p. 112). This definition applied to 
all students, as the authors sought to explore whether friendships between students with and 
without intellectual disability met the criteria included in it. Others focused on friendships 
involving students with severe disability, such as the following:  
My working definition for such friendships stresses that they are reciprocal and 
meaningful relationships that are chosen individually, occur outside of friendship 
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programs, and are based on shared interest...These relationships are not "helping the 
handicapped" and are not based on benevolence or one-way helping but share in the 
value of human reciprocity. (Rossetti, 2011, p. 23) 
As an example of a definition rooted in the study’s findings, Cuckle and Wilson (2002) presented 
their analysis of their participants’ definitions of friendship: “‘A friend’ was described variously 
as someone who is: loyal and kind; who can ask and be asked for help; likes the same things and 
shares activities; and someone who ‘sticks up for you’ or is ‘there for you’” (p. 68). We 
constructed several definitions by combining the components of friendship presented by the 
researchers as they discussed its significance and/or mechanics. For example, Freeman and 
Kasari (2002) provided an in-depth discussion of friendship, citing several core components of 
friendship (i.e., intimacy, companionship, and affection), factors related to how students choose 
friends (i.e., common interests, abilities, experiences, and interaction), and criteria for validating 
friendship in typical development (i.e., stable, reciprocal, and parent-confirmed). 
Table 2 depicts which of the 11 components of friendship (Matheson et al., 2007) each 
definition contained. Several components were well-represented in the definitions. Mutuality, or 
each friend choosing to be together and nominating the other as a friend, was the most frequent 
(n= 10, 83.3%). Similarity, companionship, and intimacy were each included in 75% (n= 9) of 
the definitions. Similarity reflects the importance of shared interests, as well as homophily, the 
tendency for young children to associate with others of the same gender, race, and ethnicity. 
Companionship refers to shared activities and experiences. Intimacy refers to the presence of an 
emotional or affective bond, the connection of friendship, and it signifies a deeper relationship 
than that between acquaintances. Reciprocity, the give-and-take nature of a friendship, was 
included in two thirds of the definitions (n= 8). Among the least frequently mentioned were 
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trust/loyalty (n= 4), stability (n= 3), conflict management (n= 2), and transcending context (n= 
2), which refers to the relationship occurring across environments in more than one setting.  
Confirmation of Friendship 
 It can be inherently difficult to study the nature of friendships between students with and 
without severe disabilities because the infrequency of such friendships results in greater 
difficulty initially identifying participants. Additionally, researchers need to ensure validity in 
their studies by confirming their participants’ friendships. Addressing the recruitment issue, the 
majority of studies included friendship nominations by students with severe disabilities (n= 5), 
teachers (n= 3), and parents (n= 3). Students with severe disabilities were asked to nominate a 
TD peer who was a friend. Teachers and parents nominated friendship dyads or a TD peer who 
was friends with their student or child. In three studies with nominations primarily from students 
with severe disabilities, their teachers were asked to confirm the student nominations or to 
nominate friendship dyads between students with and without severe disabilities if the students 
with severe disabilities were unable to do so (Webster & Carter, 2010, 2013a, 2013b).  
How researchers operationalized friend/friendship for nomination purposes varied across 
studies. In over half of the studies with a nomination procedure, researchers specifically 
requested nominations of friends without defining it (Freeman & Kasari, 2002; Rossetti, 2011; 
Webster & Carter, 2010, 2013a, 2013b). Freeman and Kasari (2002) did this by design to 
examine whether the friends invited to the clinical play session by students with Down syndrome 
and their families met the criteria for friendships of all students. Grenot-Scheyer (1994) asked 
teachers of students with severe disabilities to nominate students who had good friendships with 
peers without disabilities. She qualified this as pairs of children who “seek each other out, play 
with each other, eat lunch with each other, [and] talk or communicate with each other” (p. 254). 
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Conversely, when Grenot-Scheyer (1994) asked teachers to nominate acquaintances, she 
described them as “students who do not have good friendships with nondisabled peers in the 
same manner” (p. 254). In several studies, the requests for nomination included broad criteria in 
everyday language. For example, Staub and colleagues (1994) asked inclusive general education 
teachers to nominate “students [without disabilities] who were very connected to a peer with 
disabilities” (p. 316). Anderson and colleagues (2011) asked teachers to nominate “children who 
showed a sustained interest in the child who used AAC, and who engaged in social interactions 
with them on a regular basis” (p. 79). As a third type of nomination procedure, Turnbull and 
colleagues (2000) requested nomination of friendship dyads that met specific criteria, including 
the friends’ ages being within 18 months of each other, both friends initiating time together, 
spending time in at least two settings, and knowing each other for at least six months. Another 
study included a systematic, multi-stage procedure of identifying friendship dyads through 
reciprocal sociometric nominations by students with severe disabilities and TD peers (Siperstein 
et al., 1997). This study was the only one to utilize data collection in this process. Potential dyads 
were identified based on mutual friend ratings using a friendship rating scale, and they were 
confirmed based on scores from a measure of children’s behavioral intentions toward prospective 
playmates.  
 To assess the legitimacy of the nominated friendships, each study used one of two 
primary procedures for confirmation of friendship nominations. Several studies secured 
confirmation from TD peers (n= 4) or each member of the friendship dyad (n= 2). Confirmation 
was provided voluntarily (e.g., discussing the friendship in an interview) or when directly asked 
by researchers. The second procedure for validating friendships involved triangulation of data by 
researcher observation (n= 6) or by parent report (n= 1). In many of the studies utilizing 
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qualitative research methods, the researchers confirmed friendship nominations through 
observational data of the friends interacting together across multiple settings (Matheson et al., 
2007; Rossetti, 2011; Staub et al., 1994; Turnbull et al., 2000). Evans and Meyer (2001), who 
had identified the target student with Rett syndrome in their case study research based on 
naturalistic observations of her in a larger, ongoing study of students with severe disabilities 
participating in inclusive general education classrooms, confirmed her friendships through 
classroom observations and teacher interviews. Cuckle and Wilson (2002) confirmed what the 
young adults with Down syndrome in their study described about their friendships with 
information from their parents and teachers during their interviews. 
The Nature of Friendships between Students with and without Severe Disabilities 
 Examining this body of research as a whole, several themes stood out across these 
studies. Themes were identified as either similar results or findings in two or more studies, or as 
patterns of common contexts that were relevant to the development and maintenance of 
friendships between students with and without severe disabilities in three or more studies. These 
findings are reported thematically. 
Close and meaningful friendships are possible. The first finding is that the students 
with and without severe disabilities in these studies developed close and meaningful friendships. 
There were 210 confirmed friendships between students with and without severe disabilities 
across these studies. Moreover, this number is underestimated because one study did not indicate 
a specific number of confirmed friendships though a majority of its students with severe 
disabilities had developed positive peer relationships and friendships with TD peers (Webster & 
Carter, 2013a). Staub et al.’s (1994) four portraits of friendship included descriptions of “rich 
and varied relationships” (p. 323). The high school students in Rossetti’s (2011) study developed 
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strong connections as friends that were manifested by inside jokes, individualized signs of 
affection, and excitement to see one another. The majority of friendships between students with 
and without severe disabilities in a series of studies included characteristics found in friendships 
among TD peers, such as caring, help, guidance, and companionship (Webster & Carter, 2010); 
mutual acceptance, play, and shared interests (Webster & Carter, 2013a); and, shared interaction, 
mutual enjoyment, and mutual liking (Webster & Carter, 2013b). 
Two studies provided evidence indicating that friendships are possible for students with 
severe disabilities who have the most significant needs. Teenagers with the most severe 
disabilities in the Matheson et al. (2007) ethnographic study had friends without disabilities and 
were satisfied with their social engagement. Notably, the students’ functioning levels were not 
the primary determinant of the possibility of friendship development or satisfaction with 
friendships. Grenot-Scheyer (1994) examined two sets of play interactions each for 11 students 
without disabilities with a peer with severe disabilities nominated as a friend and with a peer 
with severe disabilities nominated as an acquaintance. The students with severe disabilities did 
not differ in developmental level, language, or functional movement, and there were no 
significant differences in social competence. There were only a few significant differences in 
interactions between the friend and acquaintance groups. As a whole, the findings indicated that 
developmental level did not differentiate the friendship and acquaintance groups, thus prompting 
Grenot-Scheyer (1994) to recommend that “[interaction] opportunity should be available to all 
children, not just those who already demonstrate appropriate social skills” (p. 259).  
Additionally, several studies reported friendships among students with severe disabilities 
(Cuckle & Wilson, 2002; Freeman & Kasari, 2002; Matheson et al., 2007). The majority of these 
friendships among students with severe disabilities included young adults in middle and high 
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school. Young adults with Down syndrome valued their camaraderie and relationships with peers 
who also had Down syndrome, especially in light of TD peers who were viewed as kind and 
accepting but not as equal friends (Cuckle & Wilson, 2002). Matheson and colleagues (2007) 
indicated that friendships among several young adults with severe disabilities in their study were 
more stable and companionate than friendships between teenagers with and without severe 
disabilities. They noted that the friends with severe disabilities shared proximity and experiences 
in the same special education classrooms for several years, while many of the TD peers involved 
in their study were in the midst of adolescent developmental and personality changes which 
complicated the development and maintenance of friendships. In the study by Turnbull and 
colleagues (2000) several of the friends presumed to be TD peers were actually diagnosed with 
mild to moderate disabilities (e.g., specific learning disability). They described that these 
relationships functioned similarly to those between students with and without severe disabilities.  
 Friendships may look different. The second major finding of this review extends the 
first. While friendships between students with and without severe disabilities existed, the 
behavioral manifestations of the friendships appeared to differ in several ways from those of 
friendships among TD peers. In other words, friendships between students with and without 
severe disabilities looked different. Several studies noted key differences within confirmed 
friendships between students with and without severe disabilities. First, conversations between 
friends were often challenging due to absence of speech, requiring the friends without disabilities 
to learn about different modes and methods of communication (Anderson et al., 2011; Evans & 
Meyer, 2001; Rossetti, 2011). This included learning to respond to nonverbal communicative 
behaviors and becoming familiar with voice output communication aids. Second, shared time 
was frequently limited to specific locations and types of activities due to the students’ unique 
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needs (e.g., sensory reactivity, physical mobility, and interest areas) and also to the accessibility 
of venues and transportation (Anderson et al., 2011; Rossetti, 2011; Staub et al., 1994). For 
example, going to the movies and a preferred restaurant, doing arts and crafts, or playing video 
games at someone’s house were chosen over engaging in outdoor and sporting activities. 
Comparing play interactions of friendship and acquaintance dyads consisting of students 
with and without severe disabilities and of only TD peers, Siperstein and colleagues (1997) 
found that friendship dyads of students with and without severe disabilities looked more like 
acquaintances. They showed low levels of active engagement (e.g., cooperative play, shared 
decision-making) and asymmetrical, hierarchical division of roles with the TD peer as the leader 
compared to dyads of TD peers. Because they identified as friends, the authors posited that these 
findings may add to the diversity of types of friendships, or that friendships of students with 
severe disabilities may include only the characteristics of friendship typically found in children’s 
friendships (e.g., proximity, similarity, and companionship). There was support for the latter 
consideration in two studies. When asked, students with severe disabilities defined friendship, 
though they held simpler notions of friendship when compared to TD peers; they mentioned 
fewer components and, again, the components were those typical of children’s friendships such 
as proximity, similarity, and companionship (Cuckle & Wilson, 2002; Matheson et al., 2007).  
 Friendships include more than help. Another way that friendships between students 
with and without severe disabilities may look different, as numerous studies found, is that these 
friendships included help and support. However, the findings also indicated a tension around 
unilateral help and support, as well as relationships built on help and support alone. Across 
many of the studies, the friends without disabilities provided necessary supports to their friends 
with severe disabilities within the context of their friendships (Anderson et al., 2011; Evans & 
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Meyer, 2001; Rossetti, 2011; Staub et al., 1994; Turnbull et al., 2000). Grenot-Scheyer (1994) 
found that when the TD peers in her study were with friends versus acquaintances with severe 
disabilities, they were more patient, followed nonverbal behavior cues, used some sign language, 
responded to initiations by their friend, and were happier. With acquaintances, they were more 
directive and gave more reprimands. Similarly, Rossetti’s (2011) friendship work by TD peers 
included supports provided to the friends with severe disabilities such as initiating time spent 
together, providing real-time prompts during social interactions, waiting for responses from their 
friends, and redirecting conversations with others to their friends (e.g., when someone asks the 
TD peer a question about their friend with a severe disability). The key difference from unilateral 
help was that these supports were provided naturally by the TD peers as a means to achieve 
mutually desired social outcomes rather than the help being an outcome in itself. Within their 
friendship support conceptual framework, Turnbull and colleagues (2000) analyzed their data 
related to three domains: companionship, instrumental support (e.g., providing information, 
practical help, and advocacy), and emotional support (e.g., attending to feelings and expressing 
affection). They found that students with severe disabilities gave similar amounts of emotional 
support to their friends as they received, but they were more frequently the recipients of 
unilateral instrumental support. However, and critical for friendships between students with and 
without severe disabilities, the friendships emphasized companionship and emotional support, 
thus the friends’ social experiences and support were reciprocal. Therefore, even though it was 
unilateral, the instrumental support appears to be similar to the friendship work found in the 
other studies, reflecting necessary supports provided in order to spend time together rather than 
one-sided help provided in hierarchical roles (e.g., tutor and tutee, service provider and client).  
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 Several studies indicated a tension between the presence of help and support in 
relationships between students with and without severe disabilities and the relationship being 
classified as a meaningful friendship. Staub and colleagues (1994) effectively described this 
tension as occurring “between the role of being a friend and being a helper or caretaker” (p. 324). 
The students in each of their four case studies became friends in non-tutorial contexts, but their 
teachers, recognizing the potential for peer support, frequently asked the friends to adopt tutoring 
and caretaking roles in the classroom. This reduced the time they had to engage as friends, and 
frustrated the TD peers who wanted to remain a friend rather than a tutor. Similarly, the majority 
of TD peers in the Anderson et al. (2011) study inherently provided instrumental support as was 
necessary to their friends with severe disabilities, but were less inclined to do so- or to enjoy 
doing so- when assigned helping responsibilities by the teacher.  
 The contexts for friendship. The findings of these studies pointed to several common 
contexts and strategies that promoted the development and maintenance of friendships. First, 
students with and without severe disabilities who became friends frequently spent time together 
in the same classrooms and activities (Anderson et al., 2011; Evans & Meyer, 2001; Rossetti, 
2011; Staub et al., 2994; Webster & Carter, 2010, 2013a, 2013b). The majority of friendships in 
these studies developed spontaneously through shared experiences in inclusive settings over 
time. Freeman and Kasari (2002) found that proximity was related to friendship development in 
that students in their sample from the same classroom were more often ranked as friends.  
Second, adults (i.e., teachers and parents) played a critical role in friendships between 
students with and without severe disabilities. The parent participants in several studies indicated 
that they wanted their children to have friends and richer social lives and that they were 
supportive of inclusive education for this reason (Cuckle & Wilson, 2002; Staub et al., 1994). 
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Many friendships in these studies initially benefitted from adult prompting and direct support 
because students with and without severe disabilities were not connecting on their own during 
classroom activities and at lunch (Cuckle & Wilson, 2002; Evans & Meyer, 2001; Matheson et 
al., 2007; Rossetti, 2011; Turnbull et al., 2000). TD peers may need direct support from adults 
(e.g., modeling of interactions; provision of specific information related to communication, 
mobility, or behaviors; and, explicit instruction about how to interact with friends) due to being 
nervous or unsure how to interact with potential friends with severe disabilities (Anderson et al., 
2011; Rossetti, 2011). Adults providing support should facilitate interactions and then fade back 
so the students can interact as peers on their own (Evans & Meyer, 2001). Teachers especially 
were critical in not only promoting an accepting and inclusive classroom climate, but also 
positive attitudes related to the possibility of friendship between students with and without 
severe disabilities (Staub et al., 1994).  
Third, some TD peers seemed more willing and able to engage in friendships with 
students with severe disabilities. TD peers needed to navigate the tension between the roles of 
helper or caretaker and friend, as described above. Additionally, TD peers in friendships with 
students with severe disabilities viewed disability positively and were curious or interested in 
learning more about their classmates with severe disabilities (Anderson et al., 2011; Evans & 
Meyer, 2001; Rossetti, 2011). TD peers who were not in friendships with students with severe 
disabilities were viewed as accepting, kind, and helpful, but not as real friends; they also were 
perceived as in need of greater disability awareness to view reciprocal friendship with peers with 
such intensive support needs as a possibility (Anderson et al., 2011; Cuckle & Wilson, 2002). 
Reflective of the reciprocity in friendship, Staub and colleagues (1994) described that the TD 
peers in friendships with students with severe disabilities had their own needs that were 
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specifically and clearly met by their friends in their relationships. As such, they may have been 
searching for new social opportunities themselves. 
Discussion  
 We conducted an integrative thematic literature review of studies examining the nature of 
friendship between students with and without severe disabilities to better understand such social 
relationships. Findings from the review can offer insights to improve future research and 
intervention to promote the development and maintenance of friendships between students with 
and without severe disabilities. We found the extant research to be somewhat limited, consisting 
of only 13 studies and including five that were published over 15 years ago. Despite being 
limited, the literature review and thematic analysis resulted in several findings that can guide 
future research and intervention. 
 Regarding definitions of friendship, several findings stood out. Consistent with extant 
research on friendships for students with disabilities, the majority of studies emphasized 
reciprocity and mutuality such that these were give-and-take relationships that were freely 
chosen by each friend (Kalymon, Gettinger, & Hanley-Maxwell, 2010; Snell & Janney, 2000). 
The other most frequent components included two common to children’s friendships (i.e., 
similarity, companionship) and one indicative of friendships in adolescence and adulthood (i.e., 
intimacy). Holding simpler notions of friendship compared to TD peers is consistent with extant 
research of students with autism spectrum disorder and a range of support needs (Petrina et al., 
2014). However, the inclusion of intimacy in so many definitions reflects an emphasis on a 
deeper connection and more meaningful relationship (Matheson et al., 2007). Despite students’ 
own definitions of friendship revealing simpler notions of friendship, many of the students across 
these studies had developed deep and meaningful friendships with TD peers. This suggests the 
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importance of data triangulation in friendship research, notably including direct observation of 
friendship interactions in addition to collecting data on definitions and perspectives.  
 One surprising finding was the infrequency with which the studies’ definitions 
emphasized that friendship transcends contexts, or occurs in multiple settings. Teachers and 
parents typically distinguish friendship from caretaking relationships or friends from 
acquaintances based on the students interacting across multiple settings (Rossetti, Lehr, Huang, 
Ghai, & Harayama, 2016). This finding in particular specifies an area for future research and 
intervention. Examining which social contexts and specific interventions lead to the relationships 
transcending contexts would be helpful to move beyond school-based relationships. We also 
recommend including the component of transcending contexts in criteria for nomination and/or 
confirmation of friendships in future studies, as data could be collected efficiently and 
objectively (e.g., Where do you typically spend time with your friend?). 
 How researchers identified and confirmed friendships between students with and without 
severe disabilities was a focus in this review because these tasks can be challenging due to the 
infrequency of such relationships and to the misinterpretation of unilateral helping relationships 
as friendships. Moreover, how researchers operationalize friendship affects the numbers of 
friendships identified, with mutual positive friendship nominations by peers being the most 
restrictive (Erdley, Nangle, & Gold, 1998). Indeed, several studies utilized- and emphasized the 
importance of- reciprocal peer nomination (Siperstein et al., 1997; Webster & Carter, 2010, 
2013a, 2013b). In part, this was because peer nomination alone may reflect peer acceptance more 
than actual friendship (Webster & Carter 2013b). Utilizing specific criteria related to the 
components of friendship in the nomination process appeared effective and rigorous (Turnbull et 
al., 2000). Based on these findings, in future studies researchers should operationalize friendship 
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with specific criteria based on their working definition and describe in detail how the data met 
each criterion, especially in studies using data triangulation (e.g., researcher observation) to 
confirm friendship. Adopting such a procedure would add rigor to the confirmation process 
through increased transparency.  
 Several themes stood out regarding how the studies’ findings delineated the nature of 
friendship between students with and without severe disabilities. First, deep and meaningful 
friendships do exist. The total number of confirmed friendships certainly reflected our optimistic 
stance of identifying research studies that examined such friendships, but nonetheless provided 
evidence that such friendships are possible and include strong personal connections. As such, 
these types of relationships should be proactively and specifically supported for other students 
with severe disabilities. Notably, several studies indicated that students’ functioning levels were 
not the primary determinant of the possibility of friendship. These findings support the growing 
body of research emphasizing the importance of social opportunities between students with and 
without severe disabilities as more critical to friendship development than the social skills or 
maladaptive behaviors of students with severe disabilities (Carter, Asmus, & Moss, 2013; Cutts 
& Sigafoos, 2001; Kalymon et al., 2010).  
 Second, inclusive educational settings were certainly critical contexts for friendship 
development because, like all students, students with severe disabilities tend to become friends 
with those they see frequently (i.e., proximity) and those with whom they share interests and 
experiences (i.e., similarity) (Staub, 1998; Thompson & Grace, 2001). However, as in extant 
research, these studies suggested that inclusion alone, without direct support from teachers and 
parents, is not enough to result in friendships (Locke, Kasari, Rotheram-Fuller, Kretzmann, & 
Jacobs, 2013). One reason for this may be that even when they are included, students with severe 
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disabilities may not be present in their general education classrooms for a substantial amount of 
instructional time, and they may experience limited proximity to classmates without disabilities 
when there (Feldman, Carter, Asmus, & Brock, 2016). Thus, these results support ongoing 
efforts to increase and improve access to the general education curriculum by students with 
severe disabilities (Carter et al., 2015; Jorgensen et al., 2006). 
 Third, direct support from adults was integral to the development of friendships between 
students with and without severe disabilities. Both parents and educators played critical roles in 
the contexts of friendships between students with and without severe disabilities. They affirmed 
friendships as an educational goal and acted as facilitators, prompting social interactions and 
fading back to allow them to occur between the students. This finding confirms prior research on 
increasing peer interactions by fading adult support as an intervention approach (Carter, 
Common et al., 2014; Carter, Moss et al., 2015). The parents and teachers also prepared students 
to be more successful during their interactions. This appears to be effective because when 
interactions between students with and without severe disabilities stall or end prematurely (i.e., 
are unsuccessful), TD peers may decrease or stop initiating social interactions with classmates 
with severe disabilities (Rossetti, 2014).  
Fourth, the daily enactment of friendships between students with and without severe 
disabilities was generally different than that of friendships between TD peers. Certainly, the 
ways the friends communicate and interact, the activities they engage in, and where they spend 
time together will be determined by each friend’s personality and preferences, but the findings 
indicated that they will also likely be affected by the unique needs of students with severe 
disabilities. Potential friends may need guidance and support from parents and teachers to 
problem solve and negotiate some of these dynamics (Chadsey & Han, 2005; Kalymon et al., 
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2010; Rossetti, 2012). For example, TD peers may need to be explicitly assured it is appropriate 
to initiate conversations with their classmate with a severe disability and how best to do so.  
Fifth, the development of friendships between students with and without severe 
disabilities included, and appeared to rely on, successful resolution of the tension between being 
a helper and being a friend. There was some evidence that TD peers distinguished between 
providing natural or spontaneous support to their friends with severe disabilities in order to spend 
time together and being assigned to provide support- often unilaterally- by a teacher. Because 
TD peers preferred the former, it may be more effective for teachers to provide information to 
TD peers about the help and support inherent to interacting with a classmate with a severe 
disability rather than formally assigning them to do so in a specific caretaking role (Chadsey & 
Han, 2005; Kalymon et al., 2010).  
There may be implications here for peer-mediated interventions as well. Peer tutoring is 
an effective instructional strategy (Okilwa & Shelby, 2010), though having multiple peer tutors 
may be more effective than one for social outcomes. Additionally, despite increases in peer 
interactions and social engagement during intervention, researchers are still unsure of the extent 
to which friendships may result from peer tutoring arrangements and peer network strategies 
(Carter et al., 2010; Hochman, Carter, Bottema-Beutel, Harvey, & Gustafson, 2015). Resolving 
the tension between being a helper and being a friend may help generalize social interactions 
beyond the intervention. Since friendships result from horizontal (reciprocal; same social power) 
relationships rather than vertical (hierarchical; with individuals with greater knowledge or social 
power) relationships (Hartup, 1989), it may be effective to implement peer tutoring and peer 
networks with reciprocal roles (Hart & Whalon, 2011). 
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 In conclusion, the results of this review indicated that more research directly examining 
friendships between students with and without severe disabilities is needed. In particular, 
research examining the perspectives of students with and without severe disabilities on their own 
friendships and on the possibility of friendships would make a strong contribution to the field. 
Additionally, researchers in this area should consider systematic procedures for nominating 
participants who are friends and for confirming their friendships. Ultimately, the results of this 
review suggest that more attention should be paid to the contexts that promote friendships 
between students with and without severe disabilities regardless of the social skills of individual 
students.   
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Table 1. 
Study Demographics and Findings 
 
Studies  Purpose of study Participants: 
students 
Participants: 
other 
Data Collection  Findings by category 
Anderson, 
Balandin, & 
Clendon 
(2011) 
Explore perspectives on 
friendship by TD peers 
6 TD peers (of 3 
friends with CP 
who use AAC), 
ages 7-14 
 Narrative inquiry- in-
depth interviews 
Friendships between SWSD and TD peers 
Proximity in school/class 
Required adult support 
Role of TD peers 
Tension of helping 
A different kind of friendship  
Cuckle, & 
Wilson 
(2002) 
Explore perspectives on 
friendship by friends 
with severe disabilities 
14 students with 
Down syndrome, 
ages 12-18 
The parent(s) and 
an educator for 
each student 
Semi-structured 
interviews 
Friendships between SWSD and TD peers 
Friendships among SWSD 
Proximity in school/class 
Required adult support 
Role of TD peers 
  
Evans, & 
Meyer (2001) 
Explore contexts and 
dynamics of friendship 
One teenager 
with Rett 
syndrome 
The student’s 
family members 
Case study- 
naturalistic 
observations at school; 
open-ended interviews 
Friendships between SWSD and TD peers 
Proximity in school/class 
Required adult support 
Role of TD peers 
Educator proximity as a barrier  
Freeman, & 
Kasari (2002) 
Examine features of 
friendship in relation to 
friendships among TD 
peers 
27 students with 
Down syndrome, 
ages 5-11; 27 TD 
peers 
The parent(s) of 
the students with 
Down syndrome 
Observation and video 
analysis of two play 
activities; semi-
structured interviews 
Friendships between SWSD and TD peers 
Friendships among SWSD 
Proximity in school/class 
Similar to friendships among TD peers 
Grenot-
Scheyer 
(1994) 
Examine features of 
friendship in relation to 
friendships among TD 
peers 
20 students with 
severe 
disabilities, ages 
6-9.5; 11 TD 
peers, ages 5-9.5 
One special 
education teacher 
for each student 
with severe 
disabilities 
Observation and video 
analysis of two play 
sessions at school 
Friendships between SWSD and TD peers 
Proximity in school/class 
Role of TD peers 
Students’ needs not determinant of friendships  
Matheson, 
Olsen, & 
Weisner 
(2007) 
Explore perspectives on 
friendship by friends 
with severe disabilities 
27 HS students 
with IDD 
 Ethnography- 
participant 
observation; semi-
structured interviews 
Friendships between SWSD and TD peers 
Friendships among SWSD 
Proximity in school/class 
Required adult support 
Students’ needs not determinant of friendships  
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Studies  Purpose of study Participants: 
students 
Participants: 
other 
Data Collection  Findings by category 
Rossetti 
(2011) 
Explore contexts and 
dynamics of friendship 
3 HS students 
with IDD; 4 TD 
peers  
The parent(s) and 
primary educators 
(teacher, para-
professional) of 
each student with 
IDD 
Ethnographic- 
naturalistic 
observations at school; 
semi-structured and 
open-ended interviews 
Friendships between SWSD and TD peers 
Proximity in school/class 
Required adult support 
Role of TD peers 
Tension of helping 
A different kind of friendship  
Siperstein, 
Leffert, & 
Wenz-Gross 
(1997) 
Examine features of 
friendship in relation to 
friendships among TD 
peers 
33 students with 
ID; 97 TD peers; 
all 4th-6th grade 
 Observation and audio 
analysis of play 
session at school; 
short, structured 
interviews 
Friendships between SWSD and TD peers 
Role of TD peers 
A different kind of friendship  
Staub & 
Schwartz 
(1994) 
Explore contexts and 
dynamics of friendship 
4 students with 
ID; 4 TD peers 
The parent(s), 
teacher, and 
instructional 
assistant of each 
student 
Case study- 
naturalistic 
observations and video 
analysis at school; 
semi-structured 
interviews 
Friendships between SWSD and TD peers 
Proximity in school/class 
Required adult support 
Role of TD peers 
Tension of helping  
Turnbull, 
Blue-
Banning, & 
Pereira (2000) 
Explore contexts and 
dynamics of friendship 
11 students with 
severe 
disabilities, ages 
5-19; 12 TD 
peers 
The parent(s) of 
each SWSD; and, 
the sibling(s) of 
SWSD, parent(s) 
of TD peers, and 
teachers (when 
possible) 
Semi-structured and 
group interviews 
Friendships between SWSD and TD peers 
Required adult support 
Role of TD peers  
Webster, & 
Carter (2010) 
Examine features of 
friendship in relation to 
friendships among TD 
peers 
25 students with 
IDD, ages 5-12; 
74 TD peers  
The parent(s) and 
teachers of 
students with IDD 
Structured interview 
procedure 
Friendships between SWSD and TD peers 
Proximity in school/class  
Similar to friendships among TD peers 
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Studies  Purpose of study Participants: 
students 
Participants: 
other 
Data Collection  Findings by category 
Webster, & 
Carter 
(2013a) 
Examine features of 
friendship in relation to 
friendships among TD 
peers 
25 students with 
IDD, ages 5-12; 
74 TD peers 
The parent(s) and 
teachers of 
students with IDD 
Interview 
questionnaire 
Friendships between SWSD and TD peers 
Proximity in school/class  
Role of TD peers 
Tension of helping 
Similar to friendships among TD peers  
Webster, & 
Carter 
(2013b) 
Examine features of 
friendship in relation to 
friendships among TD 
peers 
16 students with 
IDD; 47 TD 
peers; all 1st-6th 
grade 
The parent(s) and 
teachers of 
students with IDD 
Interview 
questionnaire 
Friendships between SWSD and TD peers 
Proximity in school/class  
Similar to friendships among TD peers 
Note. TD= typically developing; CP= cerebral palsy; AAC= augmentative and alternative communication; IDD= intellectual and 
developmental disabilities; ID= intellectual disability; SWSD= student with severe disabilities 
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Table 2.  
Definitions of Friendship 
 
Studies  Proximity Similarity Context  Companionship Reciprocity Mutuality Help Conflict  Stability Trust Intimacy 
Cuckle & Wilson 
2002 
 ü  ü   ü   ü  
Evans & Meyer 
2001 
ü ü ü ü  ü    ü ü 
Freeman & Kasari 
2002 
ü ü  ü ü ü   ü  ü 
Grenot-Scheyer 
1994 
ü ü    ü   ü  ü 
Matheson, Olsen, 
& Weisner 2007 
ü ü ü ü ü ü ü ü ü ü ü 
Rossetti 
2011 
 ü   ü ü     ü 
Siperstein, Leffert, 
& Wenz-Gross 
1997 
ü ü  ü ü ü ü    ü 
Staub, Schwartz, 
Gallucci, & Peck 
1994 
     ü ü   ü  
Turnbull, Blue-
Banning, & Pereira 
2000 
   ü ü ü ü    ü 
Webster & Carter 
2010 
 ü  ü ü ü ü ü   ü 
Webster & Carter 
2013a 
ü   ü ü      ü 
Webster & Carter 
2013b 
 ü  ü ü ü      
Total 6 9 2 9 8 10 6 2 3 4 9 
Note. Context= transcending context; Help= help/support; Conflict= conflict management; Trust= trust/loyalty; Intimacy= 
intimacy/disclosure 
 
 
